Empathy: a review of the literature with suggestions for an alternative research strategy.
Although empathy is regarded as a necessary component of good quality nursing care, defining and measuring empathy have both been fraught with problems. A historical overview helps to explain these difficulties, as nurses have tended to accept the views of psychotherapists uncritically, and have used scales developed for clients in counselling with people who are physically ill. Methodological difficulties combined with the results of studies demonstrating low levels of empathic ability in nurses have culminated in disenchantment with this topic. A framework is used to show why nurses cannot always demonstrate empathic awareness of every patient's need and an alternative approach for exploring the nature of empathy is suggested.